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FOREWORD


This is a timely work as virtually all current Army transformation initiatives focus in on 
the maneuver brigade as the key element in future reorganization. New initiatives centered 
on the Unit of Action (UA) concept utilize variations of the basic brigade design currently 
fielded in the Army for revamped organizations using projected or recently fielded technology. 
A study illustrating from where the brigade has come to assume such an important role in Army 
planning and organization is, therefore, very appropriate. This volume in the Combat Studies 
Institute Special Studies series additionally fills a void in the historiography of the US Army, 
illustrating the brigade level of command, both in organizational structure and in battlefield 
employment. 

The brigade has been a key component of American Armies since the establishment of 
the first brigade of colonial militia volunteers under the command of George Washington in 
1758. Brigades were key combined arms organizations in the Continental Army and were basic 
components of both the Confederate and Union forces in the Civil War, and have been the 
backbone of Army forces in Vietnam, the winning of the Cold War, DESERT STORM, and in 
the recent War in Iraq. 

The force structure of the US Army has always been a target of tinkering and major 
readjustments since the short-lived experimentation with the Legion of the United States in 
1792-1996. Nowhere is this more apparent than at the level of the brigade. For most of the 
history of the Army, the brigade was a temporary wartime expedient organization and the first 
level of command led by a general officer. In the 20th century, it was the basic tactical unit 
of trench warfare in World War I. However, in World War II it basically disappeared, though 
organizations such as the armored division’s combat command, retained the spirit, if not the 
name of the organization. Following the late 1950s Pentomic period, the brigade returned in 
1963 in a flexible structure very similar to that of the former combat command. As a mission-
oriented, task-organized, combat organization, the maneuver brigade has survived the many 
vicissitudes of Army reorganization. 

This work provides an organizational history of the maneuver brigade and case studies of 
its employment throughout the various wars. Apart from the text, the appendices at the end of 
the work provide a ready reference to all brigade organizations used in the Army since 1917 
and the history of the brigade colors. 

Lawyn C. Edwards 
COL, AV 
Director, Combat Studies 
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INTRODUCTION


On 12 August 1999, US Army Chief of Staff, General Eric K. Shinseki, announced the 
commencement of Army force development initiatives designed to transform the Army into 
a force that would be “more responsive, lethal, agile, versatile, survivable, and sustainable 
to meet the needs of the nation.”1 Shinseki proposed to effect this transformation by creating 
two, later six, “technology-enhanced, fast-deployable, and lethal brigades.”2 These brigades, 
initially coined as Interim Brigade Combat Teams (IBCT), because they would be outfitted 
with available equipment on an interim basis, showed a subtle shift in US Army force 
development focus from the division to the brigade. This shift was also reflected in the force 
structure of the US Army in 2003. In the mid-1990s, the Army, reduced in size after the end 
of the Cold War, fielded the 10-Division Force structure. After redesignations and unit shifts, 
there were no nondivisional maneuver brigades in this force structure.3 However, this lack of 
separate brigades was deceptive. A closer examination revealed that, while the Army fielded 10 
divisional headquarters in 1996, only three divisions had all three of their numbered maneuver 
brigades collocated with the division headquarters. Two installations, Fort Lewis, Washington, 
and Fort Riley, Kansas, fielded brigades from different divisions without a division headquarters 
located on post. In both cases, the respective division headquarters were located overseas. The 
1st Brigade, 6th Infantry Division (ID), located in Alaska, was earmarked to act as the third 
brigade of the two-brigade 10th Mountain Division, Fort Drum, New York. Each divisional 
brigade located away from its parent division, included the standardized slice of divisional 
combat support and combat service support units. This complete package, referred to as a 
brigade combat team (BCT), is essentially a unit able to operate separately from the division, 
much like the separate brigades were organizationally designed to so operate.4 

The years after 1996 saw further shifts toward a brigade force when two new separate 
brigade headquarters were activated, the 172d Infantry in Alaska replacing the 1st Brigade 
of the previously inactivated 6th Infantry Division, and the 173d Airborne in Italy, and the 
reactivation of two division headquarters, the 7th Infantry and 24th Infantry (Mechanized), 
that had no troops of their own, but were responsible for three separate Army National Guard 
(ARNG) brigades, none of which were located near their respective division headquarters at 
Fort Carson, Colorado, and Fort Riley. Shinseki’s emphasis on the brigade as the level of 
command to field his new combat teams, in this context, is, therefore, not very surprising. 

The brigade, either as part of a division or as an independent or separate entity, is the major 
tactical headquarters controlling battalions in maneuver combat arms; armor and infantry. The 
modern maneuver brigade is a flexible organization designed to be task organized for specific 
combat missions.5 When operating independently, the brigade is usually the lowest level of 
command led by a general officer. With organic elements, in the case of the separate brigade, or 
with attached elements from the division, in the case of the divisional brigade, it is the smallest 
combined arms unit in the US Amy capable of independent operations. 

In current US Army organizational structure, the divisional brigade is the only unit below 
corps level without a fixed organization.6 While companies, battalions, and divisions all have 
organic assigned units, except for a small reconnaissance troop and a headquarters company, 
the brigade has no assigned troops. Instead it is given a mix of combat battalions from those 
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assigned to the division to complete specific missions. Additionally, in recent years brigades 
have also received slices of combat support and combat service support units from the division, 
as well as combat battalions. In this case, the brigade is usually referred to as a BCT. 

This work studies the evolution, organizational structure, and employment of the maneuver 
brigade. In passing, it will also discuss other army brigades, such as those consisting of field 
artillery, aviation, and engineer units, not usually used in a maneuver role. 

As an organization, the brigade has a long history in the US Army going back to the very 
first organization, the Continental Army. General George Washington established the first 
brigades on 22 July 1775.7 The term brigade itself first entered the English language, like most 
military terms, from the French language. The word is first attested in the 15th century as a 
term for a larger military unit than the squadron or regiment and was first adopted when English 
armies began to consist of formations larger than a single regiment. The term’s origin is found 
in two French roots, which together meant roughly “those who fight.”8 It is totally fitting that 
the brigade be designated as “those who fight” because the organization has, throughout most 
of its existence in the US Army, been a purely tactical, or combat, organization, and currently 
is where the combat power of the US Army is found. 

At the start of the 21st century, debates on the future of warfare and the transformation of 
the US Army to adjust to this future environment are ongoing. The brigade is usually at the 
center of transformational organizational structures, either as a replacement for the division 
as the basic building block for projecting combat power or as the Unit of Action (UA), a 
flexible organization designed to fight and win battles. While debates and final decisions on this 
structure are ongoing as of the publication of this work, it is vital that planners understand the 
history and theory behind the evolution of the US Army maneuver brigade. 

This special study outlines and illuminates the history and evolution of the brigade as an 
organization in the US Army, from the earliest days to the current era. The work follows both 
the organizational structure and how it was actually employed on the battlefield. 
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NOTES


1. Gerry J. Gilmore, “Army TO Develop Future Force, says Shinseki.” Army Link News, 13 October 1999, <http: 
//www.dtic/mil/armylink/news/Oct1999/a19991013shinvis.html>. 
2. Ibid. 
3. The 10-division force consisted of the 1st, 2d, 3d, 4th, and 25th Infantry Divisions, 10th Mountain Division, 1st 
Armored Division, 1st Cavalry Division, and the 82d and 101st Airborne Divisions. “Army Announces Divisions 
to Remain in the 10-Division Force.” DOD New Release Reference Number 067-95, 10 February 1995, <http: 
//www.defenselink.mil/news/Feb1995/b021095_bt067-95.html>. 
4. A typical brigade slice included a direct support field artillery battalion, a combat engineer battalion, an air 
defense artillery battery, a forward support battalion, which was already structured to support the specific brigade, 
and military intelligence and signal companies. 
5. Aviation brigades, now organic to all types of army divisions, are considered to be maneuver brigades as well. 
Often such brigades are referred to informally, and incorrectly, as the 4th Brigade of their respective division. This 
will be discussed in detail later in this work. 
6. See the Conclusion for a discussion of the future projected brigade organization (Unit of Action or UA) in 
which the brigade would have a modular organization with assets currently found at division assigned directly to the 
brigade. 
7. John B. Wilson, Maneuver and Firepower: The Evolution of Divisions and Separate Brigades. Army Lineage 
Series (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1998), 3. 
8. The roots are the French verb brigare, meaning “to brawl” or “fight,” which was in turn from the late Latin 
word briga, which meant “strife” or “contention,” and the suffix –ade, which was a French adaptation of a suffix 
found in various other Romance languages, such as Provençal, which came from a form of the Latin past participle. 
In French the suffix came to have the meaning “the body concerned in an action or process.” Therefore, the original 
meaning of the term brigade would be something like “the body concerned with brawling or fighting.” J.A. Simpson 
and E.S.C. Weiner, The Oxford English Dictionary, 2d ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989) Vol. I, 148 and Vol. II, 
548. 
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Chapter 1 

BRIGADES IN THE CONTINENTAL ARMY 

Colonial Background 

The brigade as a military organization came about starting in the 15th century when the 
British army and militia developed a unit to control more than one infantry regiment or cavalry 
squadron.1 Brigades were traditionally only temporary units organized when necessary, a 
status generally maintained in the US armed forces until early in the 20th century. In the New 
World, where the militia was the only permanent military organization, the separate colonies 
established different, but similar, systems of organization. In New England, for example, each 
town had its own militia company or trainband. Above the town level, each county had a militia 
regiment to control the companies assembled in each of the towns in the county. At the colonial 
level, there was one general officer who commanded all the colony’s militia. This officer was 
usually called the sergeant major-general, later shortened to major-general.2 In some colonies, 
the rank was lieutenant-general or even simply general. In Virginia, the colony was divided 
into districts. A major-general headed each district, with a major-general of the colony as the 
ranking officer.3 

The colonies had little use for brigades. Rarely did a single whole regiment, let alone 
several, assemble to conduct military operations. When larger expeditions were necessary, 
special volunteer or militia companies were raised by quota from each town within the colony. 
On the rare occasions these forces proved to be larger than regimental strength, brigades were 
not organized. For example, the large expedition against the Narragansett Indians in 1675 
consisted of troops from the colonies of Massachusetts Bay, Plymouth, and Connecticut. 
The forces were organized into specially raised contingents from each colony, each styled a 
regiment, but the force as a whole was considered an expedition, not a brigade. The command 
was referred to simply as “the army.” The Army’s commander, Josiah Winslow, aside from 
being the governor of Plymouth colony, was also given the title of general and commander in 
chief of the expedition. No other officer in the expedition ranked higher than major.4 

The situation was the same 70 years later when the colonials launched their largest 
expedition ever, the successful attack and seizure of the French fortress of Louisbourg, on 
Cape Breton Island, off Nova Scotia. Despite the raising of a relatively large army, the senior 
officer, General William Pepperrell, and his assistant, Major-General Roger Wolcott, were the 
only generals in an army of over 10 regiments.5 The force was not subdivided into brigades, 
though specific missions were often delegated to regimental commanders or to Wolcott.6 

Brigades and brigadier-generals did not appear in North America until the Seven Years 
War, when the British government first sent large continents of regular troops to secure its 
American colonies. The British regular army of the colonial era, like the militia, had no 
permanent organization larger than regiment, and created brigades only when necessary to 
control a force of more than three regiments. Pitched battles in Europe had, however, given the 
British experience with larger units. Brigadier-generals first appear on the continent along with 
the brigades they commanded.7 In the British service, brigadier-general was an appointment 
given to a senior colonel or lieutenant colonel, who was in command of more than one regiment; 
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in other words, a brigade. The appointment lasted only as long as the officer was in command. 
Accordingly, the rank of major-general was the first substantive, or permanent, rank of general 
officer in the British army. The British force sent to take Louisbourg in 1757 consisted of 13 
regular regiments. Most regiments had only a single battalion, though two had two battalions. 
These regiments were divided into three brigades of five battalions each, with each brigade 
headed by an officer appointed as brigadier-general (for service in North America only). The 
Army commander designated the brigades by their intended employment as left, centre, and 
right.8 

The first brigade of colonial troops also appeared in 1758 in Brigadier-General John 
Forbes’ expedition against Fort Duquesne, Pennsylvania. In his final approach to the French 
fortress, Forbes organized his command into three brigades. Colonel George Washington, 1st 
Virginia, commanded one of these, consisting of the 1st and 2d Virginia Regiments. The two 
Virginia regiments had been raised as special militia units specifically for participating in the 
Forbes expedition. After the successful seizure of Fort Duquesne, the brigade was discontinued, 
Washington resigned his commission and the 2d Virginia was disbanded.9 

Washington and the Brigade 

In April and June 1775, after the initial skirmishes between the New England militia 
and British regular forces near Boston, Massachusetts, and Fort Ticonderoga, New York, the 
Continental Congress determined to field a force representing all the colonies and run according 
to its wishes. By unanimous vote, Congress appointed Washington, the only colonial with 
experience as a brigade commander as general and commander in chief of this new Continental 
Army on 15 June 1775. 

When Washington was appointed, militia forces from the New England colonies had the 
British garrison in Boston under siege. These forces, organized by state in a very decentralized 
manner, had just fought the Battle of Bunker Hill. Washington arrived and immediately set 
out to create order and organization, using his experience of units above regiment level as a 
guide. He promptly created the first brigades and divisions in US Army history. Initially, the 
number of brigades was determined by the number of brigadier-generals appointed. An extra 
brigade was created and temporarily commanded by its senior colonel, as Congress needed 
to fill one brigadier-general vacancy. Congress had created the first brigadier-generals and 
major-generals on 22 June. Unlike in the British service, the rank of brigadier-general was a 
substantive one in the new Army.10 

Both brigades and divisions were at the start administrative and geographical subdivisions 
of the Army. Washington divided the siege lines around Boston into divisional and brigade 
sectors. One division was in reserve. Each of the three divisions consisted of two brigades. 
Brigades consisted of either six or seven regiments. Only Massachusetts fielded enough total 
regiments to have brigades formed entirely of troops just from that colony. Regiments from 
Connecticut, Rhode Island, and New Hampshire, along with small contingents from Virginia 
and Maryland, were brigaded with Massachusetts units. Brigade strengths fluctuated, with an 
average size of 2,600 soldiers.11 Using this organization, Washington successfully completed 
the siege, which climaxed in the British evacuation of Boston on 17 March 1776. 
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Following British practice, brigades were initially considered purely tactical units of a 
temporary nature and accordingly assigned virtually no staff. Originally the regiment was to be 
the Army’s basic administrative and tactical unit. But Washington soon realized the nature of 
the command precluded this. Troops were recruited from up to 13 different colonies for short-
term enlistments. Regiments from different states often had different organizational structures 
and sizes. Therefore, regiments were often fleeting organizations whose strengths went up 
and down, mostly down, as time passed. As a result, in practice, the brigade soon replaced the 
regiment as the Army’s basic tactical and administrative unit. Brigades were commanded by 
brigadier-generals appointed directly by Congress, whose candidacies were usually based on 
Washington’s recommendation. In contrast, regimental colonels were usually appointed by 
their respective colonial governors or legislatures. By shuffling regiments, Washington and 
other independent commanders could keep brigade sizes equal, rather than allowing them to 
wither away, as did some regiments. This allowed for a certain standard flexibility to maneuver 
forces both on the battlefield and at the operational level. The brigade even assumed a certain 
standard size. The brigades at Boston had been relatively large. Later in the war at Trenton, 
New Jersey, in December 1776 and Monmouth, New Jersey, in June 1778, they averaged 1,400 
soldiers, while at Yorktown, Virginia, in 1781, brigade strength averaged around 1,000.12 

The increased importance of the brigade as the unit of stability in the Army led to a gradual 
increase in its staff and its role in logistics and administration. Initially the brigade staff consist-
ed of a sole junior officer, the brigade major. The brigade major was a position inherited from 
British tradition. Like the British brigadier-general, the rank was originally only by position 
being filled by a regimental captain. In the American service, the position became substantive, 
with the officer being given the rank of major on the staff. The brigade major was a combination 
adjutant, (i.e., administrator) and aide de camp (messenger and general assistant) to the brigade 
commander. By 1779, two officers supplanted the brigade major with the titles of aide de camp 
and brigade inspector. At the same time, two more staff officers were added to the brigade 
headquarters: a brigade quartermaster, to manage the brigade’s supplies, and a brigade conduc-
tor of military stores, to manage the brigade’s ammunition supply and maintain its weapons.13 

After the evacuation of Boston, the war became decidedly more mobile. In the New York- 
New Jersey campaign of 1776, Washington had to be flexible enough to thwart incessant 
outflanking maneuvers, a favorite tactic of British commander General William Howe, while 
at the same time having his troops spread out far enough to respond to and assemble on any 
advancing enemy force. For this type of warfare, Washington depended on the brigade and his 
corps of brigadier-general brigade commanders as his essential elements. Washington did not 
command brigades directly, but used his major-generals to command divisions, which controlled 
the brigades directly. After Boston, most division commanders controlled three brigades, but 
this could be changed or adjusted based on circumstances. Washington’s optimum brigade 
organization was for a brigade to control three regiments of 700 men each, with three brigades 
forming a division. Both brigades and divisions would be commanded by general officers and 
be capable of operating in conjunction with each other or separately. While obtaining the ideal 
strength and organizational structure was mostly out of his hands, Washington clearly was able 
to organize his army to fight together or separately. The brigade was the basic unit Washington 
used to accomplish this.14 
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Figure 1. Continental Army Brigade, 1775-1783 

Following the setbacks in New York and New Jersey in 1776, Washington decided to 
strike back at the strung out British forces in central Jersey. Accordingly, on 25 December 
1776, he moved to use his whole army in one stroke to destroy the Hessian mercenary forces 
garrisoning Trenton and threaten the remaining British forces in New Jersey. Minus a diver-
sionary force and a force designated to seal the Hessian route of retreat, Washington had at 
his direct disposal an attack group consisting of two divisions, each with three brigades, and 
a separate brigade acting as the advance guard. In a move of great innovation, he had Col-
onel Henry Knox’s artillery distributed among the brigades to provide direct support, thus 
creating the first combined arms units in US Army history. With these forces, he crossed the 
Delaware River and advanced on Trenton from the north in two divisional columns, the left 
commanded by very capable Major-General Nathaniel Greene, the right by the experienced 
Major-General John Sullivan. Coordination between the columns worked perfectly so that 
both elements were in position and able to work in unison. The direct support of the artillery 
and the placement of brigades had the Hessians virtually surrounded before the battle even 
began. When they tried to attack one of Greene’s brigades, commanded by Brigadier-Gen-
eral William Alexander, Lord Stirling, whose attached artillery was pouring fire onto their 
right flank, they were stopped by massed fire from one of Sullivan’s brigades, commanded 
by Brigadier-General Hugh Mercer, firing into their left flank. After an abortive retreat in 
which their brigade commander was killed, the Hessians surrendered. The use of combined 
arms and the maneuvering of brigade-sized forces had won the first battlefield victory in US 
Army history. A week later, Washington repeated the performance at Princeton, New Jersey, 
where he outmaneuvered the British relief force. Once again Washington managed to mass 
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his forces at one place by maneuvering and assembling brigades and artillery. The British 
rear guard was chewed up, resulting in their virtual evacuation of New Jersey for the winter.15 

After Trenton, Washington formally organized his brigades as combined arms teams and 
perfected his operational concept for using them in both offensive and defensive operations. 
An artillery company of between eight and 10 guns was usually placed in direct support of 
each infantry brigade.16 On the defensive, brigades were to be deployed within mutually 
supporting distance of each other. If one were attacked, it was to fix the attackers and then the 
other brigades in the division, followed by the closest divisions, would advance to mass on 
the attackers and hopefully double envelope and crush them. Even with this relatively simple 
doctrine and honed organizational structure, there were teething problems in executing it, 
especially against the professional soldiers of King George III. This was particularly evident 
at Brandywine, in September 1777. There Howe, advancing from Chesapeake to Philadelphia, 
planned to duplicate his flanking maneuver which had been so successful a year before at the 
Battle of Long Island. Intelligence failures, coupled with a poorly covered right flank, allowed 
the British to advance deep into the right rear of the American position before they were 
discovered. Flexibility of organization and Howe’s penchant for battlefield pauses allowed 
Washington to reconfigure his command on the fly and meet Howe’s force with seven small 
brigades under Sullivan, Alexander, and Major-General Adam Stephen. Amid furious fighting, 
the British overwhelmed the American line, forcing Washington to rush Greene’s two brigades 
from his left flank by forced march 4 miles in 45 minutes to reinforce the position. While this 
maneuver worked, the force Howe left behind now attacked the weakened left, forcing the 
Americans to retreat to avoid being crushed between the two British forces. 

Figure 2. Washington’s Defensive Concept for the Employment of the Brigade 
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Things worked much more effectively in 1780, when the British sortied out of their 
Manhattan defensive enclave twice near Springfield, New Jersey. Washington’s defensive 
doctrine had reached its apex in the defensive lines covering the British garrison in New York 
after General Henry Clinton, Howe’s replacement, retreated back there from Philadelphia in 
1778. Washington encircled the city with brigades posted on high ground with clear observation, 
out of naval bombardment range and, to provide warning time, about a day’s march from the 
nearest British outposts. Brigades were positioned to be able to easily support each other. 
Carefully constructed lateral communications allowed for the easy moving of large formations 
to threatened sectors. The brigade at the focus of the enemy attack was to fix the attackers in 
place. All other brigades and divisions were to fall in to mass against the attacking force and 
hopefully double envelope and crush it.17 

The strength of the American defenses was not lost on Clinton, who chose to pursue 
campaigns in the southern states, far from Washington, rather than test them.18 The two 
exceptions were the twin sorties conducted in June 1780 near Springfield. In both cases, the 
British forces were soundly beaten and forced to beat hasty retreats to positions where the Royal 
Navy’s guns could protect them. The memory of Springfield so hung with British commander 
Clinton, that 13 months later when Washington left a skeleton force of 2,500 men behind to 
watch New York while he marched with the rest of the army to Yorktown, Clinton stayed on 
the defensive. He did not move to interfere with the American redeployment until it was too 
late to do anything about it. 

Washington’s concept was designed to work on the offense, as well as the defense. After 
Brandywine, the only offensive actions Washington was able to mount were at Germantown, 
Pennsylvania, in October 1777, and at Monmouth in June 1778. In both cases, the British 
prevailed after a hard fight, due to American mistakes, simple bad luck, and poor synchronization. 
At Germantown, Washington attempted to repeat his success at Trenton on a larger scale, with 
multiple columns massing against the British right flank. Despite ground fog, which limited 
visibility and the diversion of a brigade to frontally assault the Chew House, an impromptu 
fortress in the center of the British line, the attack was succeeding. Brigadier-General Anthony 
Wayne’s two brigades were successfully pushing back the British left, when another American 
division, under Stephen mistakenly came up into Wayne’s rear, rather than that of the British, 
and fired into the backs of their fellow countrymen. In the resulting confusion, the British 
counterattacked and Washington’s right withdrew in confusion. Greene’s division, moving to 
the left of Stephen to encircle the British, was now out on a limb. Greene retreated to avoid 
encirclement, effectively ending the battle. 

The Battle of Monmouth was Washington’s last open battle offensive action of the war. 
In June 1778, British commander in chief Clinton decided to consolidate his forces at New 
York. Accordingly, he evacuated Philadelphia and proceeded to march across New Jersey for a 
rendezvous with fleet transports to ferry the army across New York Bay at Sandy Hook. 

Washington was determined to attack Clinton while he was in the open and not protected by 
the Royal Navy and the natural defenses of New York City. Accordingly, he followed Clinton 
looking for an opening to attack part of the British force. Clinton’s large baggage train meant 
his army was strung out for miles in the New Jersey countryside. 
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Washington, having decided to mass against the British rear guard under Lieutenant General 
Charles Cornwallis, divided his army into two wings, the advanced wing, initially under Major-
General Marie Joseph Paul Yves Roche Gilbert du Motier, the Marquis de Lafayette, then 
under Major-General Charles Lee, and the main body under himself. Lee’s command, with 
seven brigades, was ordered to attack the rearguard before they reached the safety of high 
ground just south of Sandy Hook, less than a day’s march away. 

Lee, an ex-British officer, shared many of the same low opinions of American fighting 
qualities that his former peers did despite glaring evidence to the contrary. His belief in the low 
quality of his troops made him a timid field commander and a poor choice to head up a mission 
requiring daring and aggressiveness. But, aside from Washington, Lee was the senior officer in 
the Army and he insisted on the command after Washington had initially given it to the much 
more optimistic and energetic Lafayette. 

When the army got within striking distance of Clinton’s rear guard, Washington ordered 
Lee to attack the next day. Instead of developing a plan for this, Lee told his subordinates to 
be prepared to receive orders on the battlefield. The next day, 28 June 1778, Lee advanced on 
Cornwallis’ force just north of Monmouth Court House. Despite outnumbering the strung-out 
British more than two to one, the lack of an overall plan, and Lee’s attempts to move units on 
the cuff resulted in great confusion, piecemeal attacks, and then retreat when the British coun-
terattacked. Washington arrived on the scene and personally rallied Lee’s command, organizing 
them to delay the now reinforced British until the rest of the army could form a defensive line. 
This worked and the American forces, now on the defensive, beat back the British attack. The 
American organizational structure’s flexibility allowed quick recovery even from poor leader-
ship above the brigade and division level. Lee was subsequently court-martialed and cashiered. 

Brigades and Brigadier-Generals 

While Washington reserved the right to move regiments around between brigades as he saw 
fit, he realized it was more practical to stabilize organizations as much as possible.19 The Army was 
recruited by state quota, meaning each state was required to recruit a certain number of regiments 
or smaller units from its population, and, whenever possible, brigades were made up of regiments 
from the same state. While in reports brigades were usually referred to by their commander’s 
name, later in the war most brigades were designated by state. States with large contingents had 
several brigades numbered consecutively, for example, the 2d Massachusetts Brigade. Such 
unique formal brigade designations would not return again to the US Army until World War I. 

The number of operational brigades in the Continental Army fluctuated based on the need 
to counter British activities. Fortunately for Washington, during most of the war the British 
maintained only one active area of operations at any given time. An exception to this was the 
summer of 1777, were two major-operations, Howe’s advance on Philadelphia and Lieutenant- 
General John Burgoyne’s advance from Canada south along the Hudson Valley. To counter 
these twin thrusts, the number of active Continental Army brigades was increased to over 
22 in the spring of 1777. This number stayed relatively constant, as indicated in Figure 2, 
until the loss of five entire brigades with the surrender of Charleston, South Carolina, in May 
1780. These brigades, consisting of most of the Continental Army contingents from Virginia, 
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British finally evacuated the city, ending the need for the Army. Tied directly to the number of 
brigades was the number of brigadier-generals. Washington clearly saw this connection and 
thought it essential that brigade commanders be general officers.21

The Continental Army adopted the grade of brigadier-general from the British army. But, 

the Carolinas, and Georgia, were never replaced.20 The total number of operational brigades 
remained between 10 and 15 for the rest of the war. After the victory at Yorktown, in late 1781, 
the Continental Army was mainly concerned with watching the British garrison in New York. 
With peace on the horizon, the Army was allowed to shrink as regiments were disbanded and 
returned home. The number of brigades, accordingly, also shrank throughout 1783 until the 

Figure 3. Number of Continental Army Brigades, 1775-1783 

unlike the American use of the grade as a substantive rank, brigadier-general had developed 
in the British army as a positional grade much like the grade of commodore in the Royal 
Navy. In the Royal Navy, for most of its history, the rank of commodore was held by a senior 
captain who commanded more than just his own ship, in other words, a naval captain acting 
with the prerogatives of a flag officer, an admiral. The grade came with no additional pay, but 
the commodore was allowed to fly a flag, euphemistically referred to as a “broad pennant” 
from his own ship to indicate his position. Similarly, a British brigadier-general was a colonel 
or, more usually, a lieutenant-colonel, who commanded more than just his own regiment. As 
with commodore in the Royal Navy, the grade was temporary; only granted to the holder 
under specific conditions. In the British army, this often meant the grade was only active when 
the holder was serving in North America. The grade of brigadier-general, also called, almost 
interchangeably, brigadier, first appeared in the British army during the reign of King James 
II. A warrant of 1705 placed the grade directly below major-general, but the appointment was 
always considered temporary and not continuous. The British were ambiguous over whether 
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the holder was considered a general officer or a senior field grade officer. However, when 
the British adopted shoulder boards with rank insignia in 1880, the brigadier-general insignia 
included the crossed sword and baton worn by the other general grades. By uniform, in any 
event, a brigadier-general was considered the lowest grade of general. In 1920, the grade was 
abolished and two new substantive grades were created, that of colonel-commandant and 
colonel of the staff. In 1928, these two grades were merged into a new grade, brigadier, which 
still exists in the British army today. That this current grade of brigadier is considered the 
senior grade of field grade officer, rather than a general officer, is clearly indicated by its rank 
insignia, which is similar to a colonel’s with an extra pip added.22 

As with the Army as a whole, brigadier-generals were supposed to be tied to a quota based 
on the number of troops the respective state supplied. While the total number of brigadier-
generals always exceeded the number of brigades by about 10 officers, the number in field 
command was often less. Some brigadiers were diverted to perform administrative duties. 
Others, with no retirement system in place, were still on the rolls though unfit for field duty. 
The number of brigadier-generals reached a high of 35 in 1778, and remained at or near this 
number for the rest of the war. Later in the war, Congress was stingy on promotion, only 
appointing new brigadiers to replace losses. As this also applied to major-generals as well, 
Wayne, promoted to brigadier-general in 1777, remained such for the rest of the war, despite 
his commanding a division at Brandywine, Germantown, and Monmouth. Because of seniority, 
Wayne often reverted back to brigade command long after he had shown his prowess at the 
higher echelon. Statistics for brigadier-generals during the war are as follows: 

Table 1. Number of Brigadier-Generals, 1775-1783 

Washington employed brigades much as Napoleon Bonaparte would use the army corps 
20 years later to revolutionize European warfare, “capable of independent action, but primarily 
. . . to be an interchangeable part in the big picture.”23 He tried to keep brigades at equal sizes 

and use them as standardized units commanded by experienced general officers to execute what 
would otherwise be hopelessly complex battle drills. “In short, each brigade should be an epitome 
of the great whole, and move by similar springs, upon a smaller scale.”24 The US Army would not 
again see the brigade play such a prominent role in its operational doctrine for almost 200 years. 
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Chapter 2 

THE BRIGADE FROM 1783 TO 1861 

From 1783 to the War of 1812 

Throughout the 19th century, the largest permanent organization in the regular Army was 
the regiment, usually consisting of 10 subordinate companies. The brigade was a temporary 
organization only established to control forces of multiple regiments, usually more than three. 
Only during the War of 1812, the War with Mexico, the Civil War, and the War with Spain 
were brigades formally established. In all cases they were disestablished almost immediately 
upon the cessation of hostilities. Occasionally in the course of the Indian Wars or domestic 
operations, such as the Mormon Expedition, short-term brigades were sometimes formed in 
the field. 

After the successful conclusion of the War for Independence, the United States’ standing 
Army was allowed to shrink to microscopic proportions. The experience with the self-contained 
combined arms brigade was mostly forgotten except for a brief experiment on a larger scale, 
with the US Legion from 1792 to 1796. The Legion, which was the standing Army as a whole, 
was divided into four sub-Legions, each commanded by a brigadier-general and authorized 
1,280 men. Subordinate organizations included two battalions of infantry, one battalion of 
riflemen, a company of artillery, and a troop of dragoons.1 After 1796, the Army reverted back 
to a more conventional single branch regimental organization, with no established permanent 
units above the regiment. 

In 1792, with a small standing Army and a militia tradition, Congress established a structure 
for larger units of the militia, for possible use in time of emergency, providing for, at least on 
paper, brigades and divisions. A militia infantry brigade’s strength would be roughly 2,500 
men, with four subordinate regiments, each divided into two battalions of four companies. 
The latter was a departure from Continental Army regiments, which generally had its eight 
companies organized as a single battalion. The brigade staff, unlike in the later stages of 
the Revolutionary War, was small, being limited to the brigade commander and his primary 
assistant, called either the brigade major or brigade inspector. This system was, however, not 
implemented in practice. No state raised any unit larger than a battalion for Federal service. 
Congress additionally added a third component of the Army, to go along with the Regular 
Army and the militia, with the calling up of volunteers. The volunteers, until requested, would 
not be part of any standing, organized force. With the extensive legal restrictions on the use 
of the militia, the use of volunteers would be the primary method by which the United States 
mobilized large forces for use in wartime in the 19th century.2 An exception to this was that the 
War of 1812, fought in or near many of the largest states, saw the extensive use of militia. 

The War of 1812 

When the new war with Britain began in 1812, Congress immediately raised forces by 
expanding the size of the Regular Army, while calling for volunteers and mobilizing the 
militia. The largest new units raised were regiments. The use of higher units—brigades and 
divisions—was a lot more of an ad hoc nature than it had been in the Revolutionary War. 
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The rank of brigadier-general was, again, tied directly to the brigade. The peacetime Army 
of 1812 had three generals: one major-general, and two brigadier-generals. During the war, a 
total of 25 additional officers were appointed to the rank in the Regular Army. Several more 
served temporarily in the militia and volunteers. Given promotions, battlefield losses, and 
resignations, Congressional oversight kept the number of brigadiers at 12 for most of the war: 

In Congressional hearings on the number of generals to be appointed, the War Department 
formally gave its opinion that a brigade consisting of 2,000 men organized in two regiments 
was the appropriate command for a brigadier-general. With the Regular Army expanded to 37 
infantry regiments for the war, seven prewar, 10 more in 1812, and 20 more in 1813, the num-
ber of brigadier-generals actually averaged about one for every three regiments, though several, 
instead of commanding brigades, commanded one of the nine geographic military districts.4

After the War of 1812, the Army was reduced to seven infantry regiments and three 
brigadier-generals. Despite the small size of the force, the Army Regulations of 1821, drawn 
up by Brigadier-General Winfield Scott, one of the most successful brigade commanders of the 
war, envisioned much larger organizations, including the army corps, to consist of two or more 
divisions. The brigade was to consist of two regiments and only the brigade major remained on 
the staff. Brigades would be numbered according to the seniority of their commanders, but, in 
official reports, they would be referred to by their commander’s name. A further revision to the 
regulation in 1841 allowed for a bigger brigade staff, but stated that its size and composition 
would be based on the specific mission of the unit. All this organizational thought was purely 
notional as the Army did not operationally field units larger than a regiment.5

Table 2. Brigadier-Generals, War of 1812

Usually a field commander would organize his army into brigades at the start of a campaign or 
whenever reorganization was necessary. Most army commanders controlled brigades directly, 
forces usually being somewhat smaller than during the Revolutionary War. Typically regiments 
would be assigned to brigades based on seniority, with brigades numbered according to the 
seniority of their commanders. Given the ad hoc nature of this organizational structure, brigades 
could vary in strength from 400 to 2,000 soldiers. As a general rule, regular regiments, militia 
regiments, and volunteer regiments were brigaded separately under commanders from their 
own components. While Army documents of the era stated that a brigade staff would only 
consist of the brigade major, public law provided for a staff similar to that employed in the later 
years of the Revolutionary War: five officers on the brigade staff (brigade inspector, brigade 
subinspector, brigade quartermaster, wagon master, chaplain) and, on the brigade commander’s 
personal staff, the brigade major and several aides de camp.3 
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used in the war consisted of a mix of regulars and volunteers, brevet rank was to be significant. 

Including the two brevet appointments and ignoring the staff brigadier-general, the 
quartermaster general, there were four brigadier-general equivalents in an Army with only 
eight infantry regiments and two cavalry regiments, giving a ratio of one brigadier-general for 
roughly every two and a half regiments, not far removed from the two regiment brigade structure 
officially envisioned by Army regulations. At the height of the war, when the Regular Army 
had been expanded to 18 regiments of infantry and cavalry, there were three line brigadier-
generals and three by brevet only. The ratio of brigadiers to regiments rose slightly to three to 

Table 3. Brigadier-Generals, Mexican War

The Mexican War 

At the start of the Mexican War in 1845, the Army had eight infantry regiments, two dragoon 
(mounted infantry) regiments, and four artillery regiments. In early 1846, a third mounted 
regiment, the US Mounted Rifles, was added. In 1847, eight additional infantry regiments, a 
rifle regiment, and a third dragoon regiment were added to the regular Army for the duration 
of the war. As the war was to be fought mostly on foreign soil, the militia was not called out. 
Instead, Congress authorized 50,000 volunteers in May 1846, of which 18,210 were mustered 
into Federal service, the small number based on belief in a short war. When the war continued 
into fall and winter of 1846, many of the volunteer units were due to be mustered out, as their 
terms of service were for only 12 months. Accordingly there was a second call for volunteers 
that enlisted 33,596 men whose term of service was for the duration of the war.6 

Both regular and volunteer units were organized permanently at no higher than regimental 
level. Volunteer regiments and smaller units were recruited and organized on a state basis. 
Field commanders then organized brigades and divisions in the field. For example, in early 
1846 Zachary Taylor organized his force, which advanced from Texas into Mexico with 3,500 
men in five regular Army infantry regiments, one dragoon regiment, and several batteries of 
artillery and parts of four artillery regiments fighting as infantry, into three brigades.7 

The grade of brigadier-general remained tied to the number of brigades or brigade equivalents 
fielded by the Army. In 1845, there were one major-general and three brigadier-generals in the 
peacetime Army, one of the brigadiers serving in the staff position of quartermaster general. 
An additional two officers held the rank of brigadier-general by brevet only.8 A brevet rank 
was an honorary one. In the days before medals, a brevet promotion was one of the few 
ways an officer could be recognized. In the Mexican War, brevet rank was used whenever 
the command consisted of soldiers from more than one Army component. Since all the forces 



one. In the volunteer service, where 42 regiments were raised for 12 months service in 1846 and 
1847, 12 brigadier-generals were appointed, giving a slightly higher ratio of 3.5 regiments per 
general for the volunteer service. A breakdown of appointments is shown in Table 3. 

As in the War of 1812, brigades were generally organized and used in the Mexican War 
as temporary expedients or as part of a larger unit, usually a division. For the first time, large 
volunteer forces were raised. These were also formed into brigades and, in some cases, into 
divisions. Regular and volunteer regiments were usually not brigaded together. Unlike in the 
later Civil War, most of the senior officers commanding volunteer brigades and divisions were 
themselves holders of exclusively volunteer commissions. Since the Regular Army was in the 
field, its officers were needed to command their own units. A typical brigade consisted of two 500-
man regiments. In the volunteer force, regiments from the same state were generally brigaded 
together. Sometimes the senior volunteer officer from the state was made brigadier-general of 
volunteers to command such a brigade. For example, Colonel Gideon J. Pillow, 1st Tennessee 
Volunteers, was commissioned as brigadier-general of volunteers and made commander 
of the Tennessee Brigade, consisting of the 1st and 2d Tennessee Volunteer Regiments. But 
even such arrangements could prove to be transitory—in the case of the Tennessee brigade, 
Taylor reassigned its units as he saw fit almost immediately after the brigade came under his 
command.9 

While usually part of a larger organization, most brigades were supported directly by one 
or more companies of artillery and some also by mounted infantry or dragoons. Although the 
current version of the Army regulations maintained that brigade staffs would not be fixed and 
would be based on the specific mission of the brigade, President James Polk and Congress did 
authorize a staff consisting a quartermaster and assistant, a commissary officer and assistant, a 
surgeon and his assistant, and a chaplain.10 

The Utah Expedition 

After the end of the Mexican War, the volunteers were mustered out and the Regular 
Army was reduced back to its small permanent size of eight infantry regiments, one mounted 
rifle, two dragoon regiments, and four artillery regiments, as well as four brigadier-generals, 
counting the quartermaster general. The Army settled down to frontier security, constabulary, 
and coast defense duties. 

In 1857, however, Mormon defiance of Federal authority in the Utah territory compelled 
President James Buchanan to order the Army to assemble the largest peacetime force of the 
era to occupy Utah and enforce Federal governmental authority. Accordingly, a detachment of 
5,606 soldiers was ultimately assembled, including four regiments of infantry, one regiment 
each of dragoons and cavalry, and three companies of artillery. Brigadier-General Persifer F. 
Smith was assigned to command the force, serving in his brevet rank of major-general. Upon 
assembly, Smith was directed to form his command into two brigades headed by his two senior 
officers, Colonels Albert S. Johnston and William S. Harney. Both Harney and Johnston would 
be serving in their brevet rank of brigadier-general. However, Smith died before he could arrive 
and assume command. The Mormon crisis was settled through diplomacy and there was no 
longer a need for such a large force. Johnston, now in command, moved into Utah with a 
reduced force, and the brigades were never actually formed.11 
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Within three years of the Utah Expedition, much larger forces would be assembled to fight 
the insurrection the southern states started in reaction to the election of Republican Abraham 
Lincoln as Buchanan’s successor. 
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Chapter 3 

BRIGADES IN THE CIVIL WAR 

Organization 

In sheer numerical size, the United States raised its largest force of brigades ever in the 
American Civil War. Between 1861 and 1865 the United States, or Union, forces established 
over 200 brigades to fight the war. These brigades were almost always part of a higher 
command, division and army corps, as the division was then considered the Army’s basic 
administrative and organizational unit. The army corps, as a headquarters controlling two 
or more divisions, made its first appearance in the US Army organizational history. While 
unit designations evolved during the course of the war, the army corps became the uniquely 
designated command, retaining its numerical designation even when it was shifted to a different 
command. Divisions and brigades, on the other hand, were numbered sequentially within their 
respective higher command and called in official reports by their current commander’s name. 
As an exception to this, before 1863 in the portion of the Army fighting in the Western theater, 
brigades were numbered sequentially within their respective army.1 

Similar to events in the Mexican War, the US government called up a large number of 
volunteers to fight the war. Unlike the Mexican War, the pure numbers of the volunteers 
dwarfed the small Regular Army. Additionally, regular officers were allowed to accept higher 
commissions in the volunteer service, thus fairly wrecking the chain of command of the regular 
units. With recruiting difficulties, the Regular Army, despite being expanded at the beginning 
of the war, basically withered away during the conflict. The war was fought primarily by the 
volunteers. 

Similarly to the Revolutionary and Mexican Wars, brigades often started with regiments 
all from the same state, or composed exclusively of regular regiments. Attrition and a virtually 
nonexistent replacement system broke this down rather quickly. As in the Revolutionary 
War, commanders sought to keep brigades up to a strength of at least 2,000 men by adding 
additional regiments, even as the more veteran regiments grew smaller and smaller. Initially 
the minimum number of regiments in a brigade was two, but this was soon changed to four. 
At Chancellorsville, Virginia, in 1863, Union brigades averaged 4.7 regiments with a strength 
of 2,000. At Cold Harbor, Virginia, a year later, they averaged 5.5 regiments with the same 
strength. In the later stages of the war, whole brigades were amalgamated, as were several 
whole corps, to retain commands of adequate strength. 

Only one brigade retained its organization throughout the entire war, the Vermont Brigade, 
formally the 2d Brigade, 2d Division, Sixth Corps. This brigade, raised in early 1862, retained 
the 2d, 3d, 4th, 5th, and 6th Vermont Volunteer Infantry Regiments throughout the war and 
added the 11th Vermont, formerly the 1st Vermont Heavy Artillery Regiment, in 1864. The 
brigade was able to stay together because all its regiments reenlisted when their enlistments 
ran out in 1864. The brigade also, naturally because of its long, continuous service, suffered 
the most fatal combat casualties of any brigade in the war, with 1,172 men killed or dying of 
wounds while serving in its ranks. These losses were distributed almost evenly throughout the 
brigade: 
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As with many units in the east, the Vermont Brigade’s toughest week was when it participated 
in the Battles of the Wilderness and Spotsylvania. During that week the brigade suffered 266 
killed, 1,299 wounded, and 80 missing, a total of 1,645 casualties out of a command that 
started with 2,800, giving a loss rate of 58 percent. The hardest single 24-hour period was 5-6 
May 1864, in the Battle of the Wilderness when the brigade lost 195 killed, 1,017 wounded, 
and 57 missing, a total of 1,269 men. 

Despite the relative stability of the brigade, the Vermont Brigade had two permanent 
commanders and four temporary commanders during the war. The original commander, 
Brigadier General William T.H. Brooks, a Regular Army infantry major, was promoted to 
division command late in 1862. He resigned in 1864 because of ill health, after failing to 
be promoted to major general of volunteers because of his part in his superior’s, Major-
General William Franklin’s, attempt to discredit Army of the Potomac commander, Major-
General Ambrose Burnside. Then Colonel Lewis A. Grant, commander, 5th Vermont, a former 
schoolteacher and lawyer, replaced Brooks and remained the permanent commander of the 
brigade until the end of the war. He later received the Medal of Honor for his actions at 
Salem Church during the Battle of Chancellorsville, and was promoted to brigadier general of 
volunteers in 1864. After the war he returned to his law practice.2

Four hundred and fifty men were commissioned as brigadier-generals in either the Regular 

Table 4. Vermont Brigade Losses, 1862-1865

Army or the volunteer service during the Civil War. Theoretically, all brigades were supposed 
to be commanded by brigadier-generals. However, the creation of the army corps as a level 
of command and the extensive use of field armies made up of several army corps created two 
new levels of command. Unfortunately, at the same time, Congress, except for appointing 
Ulysses S. Grant as the sole lieutenant-general in 1864, did not promote officers past the grade 
of major-general, the standard grade for a division commander. Accordingly, major-generals 
commanded armies and corps, as well as divisions. Brigadier-generals frequently commanded 
divisions, as well as brigades, often by using brevet promotions to major-general. Brigades, 
therefore, were often commanded by the senior regimental colonel rather than a general 
officer, most of whom were also brevet brigadier-generals. Authorizing officers to serve in 
their brevet grade had previously been a right reserved for the president, but in February 1865, 
this authority was delegated directly to the Army’s commanding general, Lieutenant-General 
Ulysses Grant. For the first time in US military history, the grade of brigadier-general was no 
longer tied to the number of brigades the Army could assemble. From this time forward, it was 
simply the lowest grade of general officer.3 
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Although most brigades served just as a component of a corps, some retained distinctive 
nicknames even when their official designation changed. A good example of this is the famous 
Iron Brigade, which earned its nickname at Second Bull Run while officially designated 4th 
Brigade, 1st Division, Third Corps, Army of Virginia. Later at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, it re-
affirmed its nickname while designated officially as the 1st Brigade, 1st Division, First Corps. 
Another famous brigade was the Irish Brigade—2d Brigade, 1st Division, Second Corps— 
originally composed of regiments recruited from the Irish immigrant population of New 
York City. Both brigades were eventually broken up when combat losses were not replaced. 

While being almost purely a tactical unit consisting of only either infantry or cavalry regi-
ments, the Civil War brigade did acquire a small staff as the war progressed: two aides de camp; a 
captain assistant adjutant general, who wrote out orders for the command; a surgeon; an assistant 
quartermaster; and a commissary officer. The brigade headquarters was also authorized three 
wagons to carry supplies. Each subordinate regiment was authorized an additional six wagons.4 

For the first time, brigades had distinctive identifying flags for use on the battlefield. After 
abandoning an elaborate, but generic, flag system used early in the war, a new triangular flag 
was adopted for brigades. The flag would have the symbol used by parent corps on it and was 
color coded to indicate brigade and division number within the corps. 

Infantry brigades in the Civil War consisted almost exclusively of infantrymen. Early war 
experiments placing supporting units of artillery and cavalry in the brigade were abandoned. 
Since brigades seldom fought separated from their parent corps, artillery eventually came to 
be consolidated at the corps level in a command, an artillery brigade. Despite the name, a 
typical corps artillery brigade consisted of between four and six artillery companies and was 
commanded by an artillery officer, usually a colonel, but sometimes a more junior officer. 

Cavalry was rarely organized into units larger than the regiment before the Civil War. The 
branch had previously been divided into three components, dragoons, or mounted infantrymen, 
who were supposed to fight dismounted; mounted riflemen, who were dragoons equipped 
with rifled firearms; and cavalry, which was a lightly armed force designed to fight mounted. 
On the eve of the war, all three elements were consolidated into one branch, called, simply, 
cavalry. Unlike infantry regiments, cavalry regiments were usually divided into subordinate 
units, squadrons, and fought that way on the battlefield. After experiments in attaching cavalry 
directly to lower units, most army commanders organized their cavalry as a separate unit 
reporting directly to them. Depending on the amount of cavalry available, this unit would be a 
corps or division, each with subordinate pure cavalry brigades and one or two small brigades 
of horse artillery. 

In the Civil War, the maneuver brigade was a purely tactical organization, almost always 
consisting of regiments belonging to one arm of the service, either infantry or cavalry. Ad-
ditionally, brigades were almost always parts of larger organizations, divisions, which were, 
except for early in the war, themselves components of corps. The use of brigades in the Civil 
War was a continuation of their usage in the War of 1812 and the Mexican War, but on a larger 
scale. The poor regimental replacement system, which often left veteran regiments at skeletal 
strength, while raising new unblooded regiments, left the brigade as the basic fighting unit 
of consistent size. Since brigades were supposed to be commanded by general officers, their 
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size remained constant at about 2,000 soldiers, the difference being made up for by adding ad-
ditional small regiments to the command. Consequently, in the war of attrition that the Civil 
War became, the brigade remained a unit of constant size that commanders could maneuver. 

Little Round Top: A Civil War Brigade Action 

Brigades were essential to the smooth execution of both offensive and defensive operations 
in the Civil War. While most brigades fought as part of a larger unit, an example of an action 
where two brigades were detached from their parent units to defend a key piece of terrain at 
Gettysburg will be used to illustrate how a brigade was fought during the war. 

On 2 July 1863, the second day of the three-day Battle of Gettysburg, a corps-sized 
Confederate force under Lieutenant-General James Longstreet was ordered to attack the 
opposing Union army’s left flank, which was anchored on a small ridge line, Cemetery Ridge, 
south of Gettysburg. Longstreet chose to attack in echelon from his right to left, with each 
of his divisions attacking in turn. His leftmost division, commanded by Major General John 
Hood, would begin the advance against the Union’s left flank near a rocky outcrop, later called 
Devils Den, and a small rocky hill, locally called Little Round Top. Little Round Top’s forward 
slope, facing the Confederates, had been cleared of vegetation by a farmer before the battle 
increasing its military importance. Its occupation by the Confederates threatened the whole 

Figure 4. Action at Little Round Top, 2 July 1863
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Union position. Its occupation by the Federal forces threatened any Confederate attack on the 
Union’s left flank.5 

However, the Union’s left flank was in an uproar as Longstreet began his late afternoon 
attack. Major General Daniel Sickles had unilaterally moved his command, the Third Corps, 
forward of its assigned position. This move not only made him vulnerable to Longstreet’s 
attack, but it also uncovered the Union’s left flank near Little Round Top, exactly where Hood’s 
leftmost brigades were poised to strike. Fortunately for the Union forces, Brigadier General 
Gouverneur K. Warren, the chief engineer officer, discovered the mistake and sent his aides out 
to find troops to defend Little Round Top. 

The 3d Brigade, 1st Division, Fifth Corps, was commanded by Colonel Strong Vincent, 
83d Pennsylvania. Aside from his own regiment, the brigade consisted of the 16th Michigan, 
44th New York, and the 20th Maine. Vincent had assumed command in May when the previous 
brigade commander, Colonel Thomas Stockton, 16th Michigan, suddenly resigned. The 
brigade was greatly reduced in strength, with about 1,000 men bearing arms; the 20th Maine 
being the largest regiment at about 350 men, the 16th Michigan the smallest at about 200.6 In 
the late afternoon of 2 July, the Fifth Corps was under orders to reinforce the Third Corps on 
the Union’s left flank. But when Warren’s aide, Captain Ranald Mackenzie, rode up to Major 
General George Sykes, commander, Fifth Corps, and asked for a brigade to hold Little Round 
Top, Sykes promptly ordered his First Division commander, Brigadier General James Barnes, 
to dispatch a brigade. Barnes chose Vincent’s, as it was on a nearby road lined up in column. 

There was a sense of urgency in this deployment, as Confederate troops were expected 
to advance on Little Round Top from the southwest momentarily. Vincent, therefore, set his 
brigade in motion toward Little Round Top to the south. As the brigade column stretched out 
for about a quarter mile, Vincent rode ahead to examine the ground he was to defend and select 
positions for the brigade on the south side of the hill in the direction the Confederates were 
expected to come. Vincent’s energetic execution of his new mission and ability to place his 
troops in the best possible location to execute that mission would prove to be critical. 

As each regiment arrived, Vincent brought the regimental commander up and showed him 
the regiment’s position. The 20th Maine, under Colonel Joshua Chamberlain, was first and was 
posted on the extreme left. Vincent had to caution Chamberlain that, while his right would be 
tied into the next regiment, his left would be tied into nothing, becoming the left flank of the 
entire army. The main Union wagon train was also parked not far to the rear of Chamberlain’s 
right flank, making this flank doubly important. Posted to the right of the 20th Maine was the 
83d Pennsylvania. The small 16th Michigan was next, but Colonel James Rice, 44th New 
York, asked that his regiment be placed next to the 83d, as they had always fought side by side. 
Vincent agreed and the 16th Michigan was placed on the brigade’s left flank, in the open area 
of Little Round Top facing Devil’s Den. The 16th’s left tied into the 44th New York, but its 
right was in the air. This was less crucial than the 20th Maine’s left flank, though, as the Third 
Corps’ 4th Maine Regiment was posted on the valley floor north of Devil’s Den, as the left 
flank of a Third Corps brigade. There was, however, a sizeable gap between these two units.7 

The regiments formed up in two lines across their assigned fronts. Soldiers stood shoulder 
to shoulder where possible. While later in the war the troops would have immediately dug 
entrenchments or thrown up vegetation as natural breastworks, at this stage of the war they 
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just used trees and boulders for cover where available. Each line in the regiment would fight by 
firing massed volleys at the attackers. As a standard measure, the regiments posted a company 
of troops in front of it to act as skirmishers. The skirmishers were designed to provide early 
warning of the enemy’s approach. They fought in small groups and fired individually, using all 
available cover to break up the enemy attack before it reached the main line. The skirmishers 
would then fall back into their regiments. Chamberlain placed his Company B to cover the 
regiment’s front and the brigade’s left. The 16th Michigan dispatched two companies, including 
one of attached sharpshooters, to protect the brigade right flank.8 

Vincent’s troops were in position at approximately 1600. The Confederate advance reached 
Little Round Top within the next 15 minutes. Almost as soon as Vincent’s skirmishers were 
posted, they encountered the main enemy line advancing. The right two brigades of Hood’s 
division, Brigadier-General Jerome Robertson’s composed of Texas and Arkansas regiments 
and Brigadier-General Evander Law’s of Alabama troops, were to advance on Little Round Top 
roughly side by side from the southwest to flank the positions of the Federal Third Corps, which 
the left portion of Hood’s division was about to assault. The skirmishers immediately withdrew. 
The 20th Maine’s skirmishers, however, had been passed by the advancing Confederates and 
remained on the brigade flank waiting for an opportunity to rejoin the regiment. 

The Confederate assault was somewhat uncoordinated. Advancing from covered terrain 
and on a front wider than that Vincent’s men were defending, Robertson and Law had an 
excellent chance of overwhelming or outflanking the Federal brigade, which had both of its 
flanks in the air. After a pause to redress their lines, the rebel brigades advanced up the wooded, 
southern face of the hill. The attack developed first against the center regiments, 44th New 
York and 83d Pennsylvania, and then spread to the right to the 16th Michigan, and then on to 
the 20th Maine on the left. Robertson’s brigade, the 4th and 5th Texas, made several abortive 
assaults against Vincent’s center, having to break formation to pass between the large boulders 
that littered that part of the slope of Little Round Top. 

To Robertson’s left, Law’s 4th Alabama also attacked the center of Vincent’s position. This 
attack was not coordinated with the Texans or with Law’s two other regiments on the right. 
These two regiments, the 15th and 47th Alabama, had fallen behind because of the exertion of 
scaling the heights of Round Top, the large, wooded hill south of Little Round Top. Colonel 
William Oates, 15th Alabama, was in command of both regiments with orders to seize Little 
Round Top, and, as the extreme right of the Confederate Army, to turn the Union flank. After 
a short rest on Round Top, Oates dispatched a company to capture the Union wagon train, and 
then set out to seize Little Round Top. Skirmishers kept the wagons safe. Oates’ delay allowed 
the 20th Maine to volley fire into the 4th Alabama advancing to the right against the 83d 
Pennsylvania. Soon, however, Oates was giving the Maine men the fight of their lives. 

Vincent directed his brigade’s defense of Little Round Top from a position located behind 
the center of the unit. The battle soon developed into waves of attacks, the first two being 
disjointed regimental attacks, the third an all out attack in the pending twilight by the six 
regiments of the two Confederate brigades. As the battle raged over the course of an hour and 
a half, Vincent dispatched aides to both flanks to keep him informed and other runners to bring 
back additional ammunition and find reinforcements. 
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Figure 5. Vincent Directs His Brigade’s Defense of Little Round Top 
“Don’t Give Up an Inch” by Don Troiani 

Both sides were fatigued and the Union brigade had suffered heavy losses and was low 
on ammunition when the two rebel brigades advanced for the third time. While Vincent’s 
center was firm, naturally entrenched behind boulders, Oates was trying to maneuver the 15th 
Alabama around the 20th Maine’s left to turn the Union brigade’s entire left flank. On the 
other flank, the 16th Michigan began to give away when an officer ordered a poorly timed 
short withdrawal. In the confusion, a third of the regiment, 45 men, were separated from 
the main line and out of the battle. After ordering the 44th New York to fire into the flank of 
the Confederates attacking the 16th, Vincent rushed to rally the Michiganers and was fatally 
wounded. He would be promoted to brigadier general of volunteers before he died, five days 
later. Rice, 44th New York, immediately assumed command of the brigade.10 

Vincent was not alone in his quest for reinforcements. Warren had remained atop the 
northwest face of Little Round Top while Vincent deployed. Vincent’s march passed out of 
Warren’s view on the east side of the summit, so he was still in search of units to garrison the 
hill. Barnes, one of the Fifth Corps division commanders, had dispatched First Lieutenant 
Charles Hazlett’s four-gun battery, D Battery, 5th Artillery, to Little Round Top to support 
his division’s advance forward of the hill. Hazlett met Warren at the summit and, despite the 
rugged terrain, the guns were manhandled to the top and soon were firing at the Confederates 
attacking Vincent’s left and beyond near Devil’s Den. 
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Warren needed infantry and, with his aides already out, he went looking for some himself. 
North of Little Round Top the bulk of the Fifth Corps was now marching to support the 
Third Corps, which was being attacked by the bulk of Longstreet’s force. Warren came upon 
elements of the 3d Brigade, 2d Division, Fifth Corps, waiting to move up. In an ironic twist, 
this was his old command. The previous September he had commanded this brigade when it 
had unsuccessfully tried to hold the Union’s left flank against Hood’s Texans at the Battle of 
Second Bull Run. Now Warren found the commander of the lead regiment, Colonel Patrick 
O’Rorke, 140th New York, with his regiment just north of Little Round Top. On his own 
authority, he gave O’Rorke, who knew him well, orders to move to Little Round Top. The 
regiment, 526 men strong, was formed on the road to the Wheatfield, the main east-west road 
running north of Little Round Top, in a column of fours. O’Rorke, not hesitating, turned the 
head of his column to the left and advanced at a slow run in a column of fours to the top of 
the hill. Sykes had intended to send the brigade O’Rorke’s regiment was in, commanded by 
Brigadier General Stephen Weed, to Little Round Top even before Warren snatched up the 
regiment. However, the order got muddled in the sending and Sykes had to reiterate it to Weed, 
who was not with his brigade when the 140th moved. Weed acted promptly upon returning to 
his command, leading the rest of his brigade to Little Round Top behind O’Rorke’s troops.11 

The 140th New York, with O’Rorke in the lead, reached the forward slope of Little Round 
Top just as the 16th Michigan was about to give way. The 140th, still in a column of fours 
advanced forward, halted, and fired into the Confederate attackers. The timely arrival of these 
reinforcements quickly secured the flank and blunted the impetus of the Confederate attack. 
However, O’Rorke, like Vincent minutes before, was mortally wounded by a minié ball and 
died before he hit the ground. The rest of Weed’s brigade, the 91st Pennsylvania, 146th New 
York, and 155th Pennsylvania, formed up on the 140th’s right, securing that side of Little 
Round Top. 

There were no reinforcements coming to secure the critical left flank where the 20th Maine, 
low on ammunition and reduced in strength, was attempting to prevent being outflanked by 
one Alabama regiment while being attacked frontally by another. Both attacker and defender 
had almost reached the breaking point on this flank. Chamberlain, in order to defend against 
both threats, had thinned his line out and swung his left back to form an inverted V. Still the 
Confederates came on. In desperation born of a lack of ammunition resupply, Chamberlain 
ordered a bayonet charge with his regiment swinging from left to right across the regimental 
front. The shock effect of this unexpected maneuver, along with the opportune reappearance 
of the 20th Maine’s company of skirmishers, along with some US sharpshooters, routed the 
Alabamans. The 20th Maine quickly took over 450 prisoners, including some troops from the 
two Texas regiments. 

Vincent’s brigade, reinforced by the 140th New York, had conducted, perhaps, the most 
important brigade defensive action of the war. While the main attacks were over, balls were still 
flying and both Weed and Hazlett were mortally wounded. The day’s action had cost the Union 
forces two brigade commanders, a regimental commander, and an artillery commander. Total 
losses for the brigade in the battle were 88 killed, 253 wounded, and 11 missing or captured, 
roughly 35-percent losses. A year and 10 months later at Appomattox, the brigade was part of 
the honor guard specially selected to accept the Confederate surrender. The remnants of all the 
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Gettysburg regiments, except the 44th New York, were still part of the brigade, along with six 
other regiments, including the 91st and 155th Pennsylvania, which had been in Weed’s brigade 
on Little Round Top.12 

Brigades in the War With Spain 

After the Civil War, the Army again was reduced in size and no permanent units above 
regimental level were retained. It was not until the 1890s that the Army made any significant 
organizational changes, the most important being the reorganization of the regiment with three 
subordinate battalions. When an army was raised in 1898 to fight Spain, many of the precedents 
established in the Civil War were followed. Volunteers were called out and eight corps were 
raised. At full strength, each corps had three divisions with three brigades each. When a corps’ 
strength was less than a full division of three brigades, the extra brigade or two were considered 
“separate” and fell directly under the corps headquarters. An act of Congress in 1898 had 
established the brigade as consisting of three or more regiments, though in practice some 
would only have two. Brigade designations followed the pattern established in the Civil War, 
with brigades numbered sequentially by division and corps, with no unique designations. 

Unlike the previous war, the Regular Army was kept mostly intact during the short war 
with Spain. Most brigades were either all regular troops or all volunteer. The regiments of the 
regular force were mostly consolidated into the brigades of the Fifth Corps, with some in the 
Fourth Corps. Most volunteers raised did not see action. The Fifth Corps provided the attack 
force for the expedition to Cuba. The Fourth Corps served in an occupation role in Cuba and 
Puerto Rico. The Eighth Corps served as the Philippine Expedition and was active in those 
islands long after the other corps had been disbanded. 

While almost every state and several territories contributed at least one regiment of infantry 
or cavalry volunteers, no brigades were formed with regiments all from the same state. A 
special category of volunteers, recruited from the nation at large, rather than from particular 
states, was used extensively during the war itself in 1898 and in operations in the Philippines 
in 1899-1901.13 

The Philippine Expedition, which formally lasted from 1898 to 1901, saw the Eighth 
Corps, the command headquarters in the islands, organized into as many as seven brigades at 
its largest size in January 1900. The organization in the Philippines was a lot more flexible than 
elsewhere. Artillery batteries were often attached directly to brigades and infantry and cavalry 
regiments were sometimes brigaded together. 

As in previous wars, the authorized grade of a brigade commander was brigadier general. 
However, with the paucity of general grades, like in the Civil War, regimental colonels and 
lieutenant colonels often commanded brigades for extended periods of time, the most famous 
being Lieutenant Colonel Theodore Roosevelt, 1st US Volunteer Cavalry, who commanded 
the 2nd Brigade, Cavalry Division, Fifth Corps, in July 1898, after the Battle of San Juan 
Hill.55 The war itself had two phases, a short campaign against Spain in April-July 1898, and a 
longer war from 1898 to 1901 in the Philippines against Filipino insurgents. This duality saw 
the unusual situation of some general officers holding two volunteer commissions, one for the 
1898 campaign and a subsequent one, sometimes at a lesser grade, in the Philippines. While 

25 



most volunteer appointments went to senior Regular Army field grade officers, several were 
given to former Union and Confederate Civil War general officers directly from civilian life. 

At the end of the century, the maneuver brigade remained a temporary organization 
consisting of little or no headquarters staff and troops from a single branch, infantry, or cavalry. 
The brigade structure had changed little from the establishment of the first brigades in the 
War of 1812. The main reason for this static organizational development was, that, despite 
technological advances in weaponry, infantry and cavalry tactics were generally unchanged. 
And a brigadier general could still control on the battlefield a force of 2,000 men divided into 
several large regiments or several more smaller regiments. However military and technological 
advances would see changes in the next century. 
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Chapter 4 

THE BRIGADE IN THE EARLY 20TH CENTURY, 1902-1919 

Organizational Reforms 

After almost a century of unchanging organizational structure at the brigade level, 
technological and organizational advances would transform both warfare and the brigade in the 
early 20th century, resulting in the eventual adoption of a permanent brigade organization with 
organic supporting arms. Participation in a European war would directly spur most aspects of 
these changes. But as the century started, these dynamic events were still in the future. 

With the volunteers in the Philippines mustered out in 1901, the regiment returned to its 
status as the largest permanent unit in the Regular Army. However, the period before the US 
entry in the World War I was one of great reforms in the US Army, some in reflection of the 
experience of the war with Spain, others from observing the large conscript armies maintained 
by most of the European powers. As a first response to this, Secretary of War Elihu Root 
established an Army general staff in 1903. Army planners in this new agency soon turned their 
attention to units larger than regiments. 

Before World War I, the basic unit in European armies was the army corps, usually 
consisting of two infantry divisions, each with two brigades of two regiments. The European 
corps also contained cavalry, engineers, and field artillery. The US Army, too, had used the 
corps as its basic unit in both the Civil and Spanish-American Wars. But in the new 1905 
version of the Army’s regulations, the division became the US Army’s basic unit. While the 
regulation did not organize permanent larger units, it directed commanders to form provisional 
brigades and divisions during maneuvers. A division of either infantry or cavalry was to consist 
of three brigades, each with two or more regiments.1 

The Dick Act of 1903 reformed the role of the militia, now universally referred to as the 
National Guard. Where formerly the militia had been restricted in its use, necessitating the 
employment of the volunteer component, under the new law, National Guard units could be 
called upon by the Federal government for unrestricted service in times of national emergency. 
The Guard was also tasked to maintain units with the same organizational structure and 
standard as the Regular Army. Pennsylvania had maintained a nonstandard division since 
1879, and New York organized a division in 1908. These were the first peacetime permanently 
organized brigades and divisions in the Army’s force structure. The Dick Act led to annual joint 
maneuvers and plans to organize the part-time and full-time forces together into permanent 
larger units. In 1909, the War Department divided the country into eight districts. The theory 
was to organize brigades and divisions from the Regular Army and National Guard units 
stationed in each district. The scheme was voluntary for the National Guard, and by 1910 most 
states in the northeast had agreed to participate, though no brigades were actually formed.2 

Between 1910 and 1914, various notional organizations were proposed and authorized. 
The division was now to be uniquely numbered in order of creation, while brigades remained 
being numbered consecutively within the division. Only in 1911 was theory put into practice. 
That year, disorders in Mexico led to the assembly of part of the Regular Army on the border 
in Texas and California. The portion in Texas was organized into a division at San Antonio, 
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Texas, the Maneuver Division, consisting of three infantry brigades and a separate cavalry 
brigade, the Independent Cavalry Brigade. At Galveston, Texas, 36 companies of coast artil-
lery were reorganized into three infantry regiments, forming a provisional brigade guarding 
the coast. In San Diego, California, another brigade was formed from two infantry regiments 
and small detachments of medical, signal, and cavalry. This concentration lasted five months, 
the brigades being discontinued in June and July 1911. In 1913, the Secretary of War, Henry 
Stimson, as part of a general review of Army organization, accepted a proposal to organize the 
Army permanently into divisions and brigades. The Regular Army was to organize one cavalry 
and three infantry divisions and the National Guard an additional 12 infantry and three cavalry 
divisions. For the first time the Army produced formal tables of organization. A division had 
three brigades and each brigade three regiments. Cavalry brigades were, however, reduced to 
two regiments, primarily to save road space, not out of any belief in the organizational sound-
ness of a two-regiment brigade. Brigades in the divisions were numbered consecutively within 
the Army, the 1st Division containing the 1st, 2d, and 3d Brigades; the 2d Division containing 
the 4th, 5th, 6th Brigades; and so forth. Where several brigades were not filled (3d and 9th Bri-
gades), the numbers were retained for future use. Cavalry brigades were numbered separately.3 

Unlike previous plans, the Stimson Plan was implemented in fact in 1913-1914. The Army 
organization is illustrated in Figure 6. Aside from a commander and very small staff, division 
and brigade headquarters staffs were not organized as such. Personnel for these would be taken 
out of hide from the administrative departments or from subordinate regiments, a long standing 
Army practice. The division was to be a self-contained, combined arms organization, while 
the brigade remained purely branch specific. The divisions and some of the brigades were 

Figure 6. First Peacetime Brigades, 1914
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scattered at various posts and would not be considered operational until they were mobilized. 
The organization would soon be tested again on the Mexican border. 

Mexican Expeditions 

In February 1913, when the Mexican disorders climaxed in a coup d’etat, President William 
Taft ordered a show of force on the Texas border. The new 2d Division, the only division 
with three full brigades, moved to locations on the Texan Gulf coast. In April 1914, the new 
president, Woodrow Wilson, ordered naval action against the port in Vera Cruz, Mexico, to 
protect American citizens and interests. The 5th Brigade, 2d Division, augmented with cavalry, 
field artillery, signal, aviation, engineers, and quartermasters, landed at the port to relieve 
the Navy personnel, in effect becoming the first brigade combat team in Army history. The 
brigade, under Brigadier General Frederick Funston’s command, stayed until November 1914. 
In Texas, the 2d and 8th Brigades from the other two divisions moved to the border to replace 
the 2d Division elements. In December 1914, the 6th Brigade of the 2d Division deployed 
to the Arizona border. The 2d Division remained on station until October 1915, when it was 
demobilized after a hurricane in Galveston killed a number of soldiers and made the public 
question the necessity for the continuation of the deployment.4 

The situation reversed itself again in March 1916 when Mexican bandits raided Columbus, 
New Mexico. The commander of the Southern Department, now Major General Funston, 

Figure 7. Pershing’s Provisional Division, 1916
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ordered Brigadier General John J. Pershing, commander, 8th Brigade, to chase down the 
attackers. Pershing organized a provisional division, the Punitive Expedition, US Army, out of 
his own brigade and additional troops given him. The divisional organization was of Pershing’s 
own devising, and consisted of three combined arms brigades: two cavalry brigades, each with 
two cavalry regiments and a field artillery battery, and an infantry brigade with two infantry 
regiments and two engineer companies (see Figure 7). Pershing planned to pursue the Mexicans 
with the cavalry and use the infantry for security.5 

In June 1916, as Pershing was preparing his expedition, violence on the border increased 
to the point that President Wilson federalized all the National Guard units assigned to divisions 
and brigades under the Stimson Plan. Except for the New York and Pennsylvania divisions, the 
planned mobilization of brigades and divisions worked poorly. In August, the War Department 
directed Funston to form the Guard units into 10 provisional divisions and six separate brigades. 
The border calmed down over time. The first Guardsmen were demobilized in the fall, with 
most released from Federal control by March 1917. Pershing’s expedition remained south 
of the border until February 1917. Pershing then replaced Funston, who had died suddenly, 
as Southern Department commander. As such, he organized the Regular Army units in the 
department into three provisional infantry divisions and a cavalry brigade. In April, the United 
States entered World War I and Pershing disbanded his divisions and brigades as the Army 
again reorganized, this time to send an expeditionary force to Europe.6 

The Brigade and World War I: The Square Division 

The major European powers had been at war since August 1914 when the United States 
entered the conflict in April 1917. The continental European armies began World War I with 
large conscript armies organized rigidly into corps of two divisions, each with two infantry 
brigades. Each brigade consisted of two infantry regiments. The powers deployed machine guns 
differently. In the German army, a separate machine gun company was found at the regimental 
level. The French had only a platoon at the regiment. The reality of fighting entrenched 
infantry equipped with machine guns and supported by massed, quick-firing field artillery, 
made the French and Germans change the structure of their divisions during the course of the 
war. With attrition and the accompanying agony of trench warfare, the French and Germans 
had, by 1916, reduced their divisions from four infantry regiments to three. Operationally, the 
regiments reported directly to the division commander, though the Germans retained a brigade 
headquarters to control the three regiments administratively. At the same time, machine guns 
were increased. Both placed a machine gun company in each infantry battalion (there being 
three per regiment) by 1918. Smaller divisions allowed divisions worn out by trench warfare to 
be replaced in the line by a similar unit.7 

American planners looked at the French and British experience. Ironically, however, a 
study completed in May 1917 by the War Department’s War College Division, recommended an 
organization structurally similar to the French and German 1914 divisions. This was the square 
division, organized with two infantry brigades, instead of the traditional three, each with two 
subordinate infantry regiments. Though machine gun units were organized at three echelons, 
regiment, brigade, and division, the structure also provided, once organized for combat, for one 
machine gun company to support each infantry battalion. The design was approved, though it 
was tweaked and changed numerous times in 1917-1918. The theory behind the organization 
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Figure 8. Example of European Organization, 1914-1918 

was that the division would normally defend or attack with its two brigades side by side, but 
with each brigade having one regiment forward and the second regiment in reserve directly 
behind it. The regiments would typically deploy its battalions in a column for either an in-depth 
defense or to allow the rotation of fresh battalions in the offensive, with the reserve regiment 
either then taking over to continue the attack or to consolidate the position gained.8 Therefore 
the brigade was to be the basic US Army tactical unit for trench warfare. This was different from 
the French, British, and Germans who used the division in this role. The brigade commander, 
leading a purely tactical unit, would be able to remain forward and leapfrog regiments as 
necessary, given his ability to respond to the battlefield situation quickly.9 

The square divisional brigade was almost purely a tactical unit, with no logistical or ad-
ministrative functions. While commanded by a brigadier general, its staff was small, consisting 
of three aides, a brigade adjutant, and 18 enlisted men who provided mess, communications, 
and transportation support. Assigned directly to the brigade were two infantry regiments, a 
small ordnance detachment, and a machine gun battalion. Each infantry regiment consisted of a 
headquarters company, a machine gun company, medical section, and three infantry battalions, 
each consisting of four rifle companies. 

Public law complicated the concept of employment of machine guns. The National Defense 
Act of 1916 restricted the size of the infantry regiment. While the Army wanted one machine 
gun company for each rifle battalion, to place the three required companies under the regiment 
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Figure 9. The Square Divisional Brigade, 1917 

would mean a loss of two rifle companies. To get around this restriction, each brigade had a three-
company machine gun battalion. When reorganizing for combat, the brigade could provide a 
supporting machine gun company to each battalion except one. To make up for this, the division 
also had a machine gun battalion of three companies, which habitually provided the extra compa-
ny. In 1918, the organization was tweaked to give the brigade the additional company directly.10 

For service in World War I, the Army raised 112 infantry brigades, all assigned or projected 
to be assigned to divisions. The mobilization of 1917-1918 saw the Army divided into three 
components: the Regular Army, the mobilized National Guard, and the National Army. The 
National Army, filled with draftees, replaced the former Volunteer Army used in the Civil 
and Spanish-American Wars. While the new unit designation scheme adopted by the Army in 
1917 reflected the three-component distinction, it was later blurred. Divisions were numbered 
consecutively by component, with numbers 1-25 reserved for the Regular Army, numbers 26-
42 reserved for the National Guard, and numbers 76 and higher reserved for the National 
Army. Brigades were numbered consecutively, but their numbers reflected their component. 
For example, the 1st Division had the 1st and 2d Brigades, the 2d Division the 3d and 4th, 
and the first National Guard division, the 26th, had the 51st and 52d Brigades. Regular Army 
brigades included the 1st through 40th; brigades above the number 40 were never organized. 
National Guard brigades included the 51st through 84th and the 185th. The National Army 
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brigades were the 151st through 184th, 186th, 192d, and 194th.11 Machine gun battalions were 
numbered sequentially within each component using the numbering system used by regiments: 
the Regular Army had numbers 1 to 100, the National Guard 101 to 300, and the National 
Army 301 and higher. For example, the 26th Division’s divisional machine gun battalion was 
numbered 101st, the 51st Brigade’s 102d, and 52d Brigade’s 103d. 

Of the 112 infantry brigades raised for the war, 88 deployed to Europe: 58 brigades saw 
combat, 14 were converted to depot units in France, four were skeletonized, 10 were stripped 
of personnel to provide replacements and two arrived after the fighting ended. The wartime 
buildup lasted 18 months and was immediately halted upon the signing of the armistice on 11 
November 1918.12 A listing of the wartime, and postwar, brigades can be found in Appendix 3. 

With the large number of draftees coming into the Army in 1917, a specialized brigade was 
established, the depot brigade. These brigades, organized for each National Guard and National 
Army division, processed new draftees and provided basic training. Each depot brigade had 
from two to seven training battalions, though some were organized with one or two training 
regiments as well. These units were eventually removed from divisions and placed directly 
under cantonment commanders.13 

The brigade of the square division, with its 8,000 assigned personnel, was the largest 
brigade ever fielded by the US Army and, in 1918, was as large as the average French or 
British division. Accordingly, whenever US forces were placed under Allied command, it was 
common for the French or British commander to ignore US doctrine and place the division 
in a corps sector by itself and deploy the four regiments with three in the trenches and one in 
reserve or with both brigades abreast.14 

Tank Brigades 

Technical innovations created a whole new maneuver arm during World War I: the Tank 
Corps.15 Tanks, though thought of at the time as primarily infantry support weapons, were 
organized into their own battalions and brigades as a separate branch of the Army. Tanks were 
considered an army or corps asset. The Tank Corps developed in two separate branches, the 
Tank Corps, American Expeditionary Force (AEF), in France, and the Tank Corps, National 
Army, in the United States. The AEF formed four tank brigades, initially called the 1st through 
4th Provisional Tank Brigades, in August and October 1918. In November these brigades were 
redesignated as the 304th through 307th Tank Brigades. A shortage of tanks severely restricted 
their employment in 1918. The 2d and 4th Brigades were still forming when the war ended.16 

Initially, tank support was conducted only at the battalion or lower level. Separate tank 
battalions supported one or two divisions. Each battalion was a self-contained unit designed 
to support a division or brigade in an assault. But later two tank brigades did see combat, 
the 1st/304th and the 3d/306th, commanded respectively by Lieutenant Colonel George S. 
Patton, Jr., and Lieutenant Colonel Daniel D. Pullen. While the AEF had formed five heavy 
and 10 light tank battalions, most of these were used as army- or corps-level assets. Patton’s 
brigade consisted only of two light tank battalions, two repair and salvage companies, and 
a motor maintenance detachment (see Figure 10). Pullen’s command served primarily as a 
liaison detachment with supporting French tanks and also as a command headquarters for some 
French tank units supporting the Americans.17 
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Figure 10. World War I Tank Brigade 
Patton’s brigade, with an attached group—roughly equivalent in size to an American 

battalion—of French tanks, participated in the Saint Mihiel offensive in September 1918. The 
brigade supported the 1st and 42d Divisions, with a battalion supporting each division. 

Both brigades participated in the subsequent Meuse-Argonne offensive that started in late 
September 1918 and continued right up to the 11 November armistice. For this operation, 
Patton’s brigade was assigned to support the 35th Division, I Corps. Because of terrain and 
maintenance considerations, Patton deployed the brigade differently than at Saint Mihiel, 
leading with one battalion supporting the infantry and his second battalion following a mile 
to the rear. The brigade initially supported the 35th Division from 26 to 30 September 1918, 
before being withdrawn for refitting. Two days later, the 35th was withdrawn after suffering 
almost 8,000 casualties in the four-mile advance that opened the offensive. Patton was wounded 
early on the first day of the offensive, but the brigade he had trained fought well under his 
replacement, Major Sereno Brett. The brigade returned to the line for short periods throughout 
the rest of offensive, supporting the I and V Corps. Pullen’s brigade, after initially serving as a 
liaison headquarters for the French tanks supporting the II and V Corps between 26 September 
and 10 October, was reorganized with two light tank battalions. It replaced Brett’s brigade in 
early November, but did not participate in any action before the war ended. The tank brigades, 
though sometimes employed as complete brigades, were pure tank formations in World War I 
whose focus was on supporting the maneuver of the infantry, rather than maneuvering on their 
own.18 After the war, the Tank Corps was disbanded and tanks became a purely infantry support 
weapon, without an independent role. 

The 154th Infantry Brigade in the Argonne 

The 77th Division, consisting of the 153d and 154th Infantry Brigades, served as the left 
flank division of the I Corps, part of the American First Army, at the start of the Meuse-Argonne 

36 



offensive. By Wednesday, 2 October 1918, the division had been attacking for seven days in 
sector as part of the I Corps. Fighting in the Argonne Forest’s rugged terrain, the division had 
initially, through tactical surprise, pushed the Germans back almost 4 miles, ejecting them 
from their first defensive line. The Germans were now in their second defensive line. 

On 2 October 1918, the 77th was ordered to conduct a general assault and take the second 
German defensive line in a sector facing north, which had the 28th Division on the right and 
the French Fourth Army on the left. The day’s objective, an advance of roughly 2,000 meters, 
was to high ground on which was the line of an east-west road and a railroad that paralleled it 
to the north. This was to be a repeat of an unsuccessful attack executed the previous day. 

The 154th Infantry Brigade, the subject of this case study, was composed of the 307th and 
308th Infantry Regiments and the 306th Machine Gun Battalion. While the division had been 
recruited as a National Army unit from the New York City area, attrition and replacements 
had complicated the complexion of the unit. For example, Company K, 307th Infantry, had 
been redesignated from the former Company L, 160th Infantry, California National Guard. 
The company had belonged to the 40th Division, which had been converted into a depot 
division in August 1918. The brigade had been in the line with only a few breaks since August, 
participating in the Oisne-Aisne operation where it was on the right flank during the German 
retreat to the Aisne, suffering heavy casualties. The unit was trucked from the Aisne front 
directly to the Argonne and attacked almost immediately. Due to attrition from these previous 
battles, some battalions were commanded by captains and one regiment, the 307th, was 
commanded by a lieutenant colonel. On the eve of the attack, the brigade received about 1,500 
replacements from the 41st Division, which had been converted into the depot division for the 
I Corps. The replacements had been rushed to join the unit before their training was complete.19 

The division commander, Major General Robert Alexander, directed the 154th Infantry 
Brigade’s commander, Brigadier General Evan M. Johnson, to continue attacking in sector on 
2 October northward against the entrenched Germans. Alexander directed Johnson to advance 
vigorously in disregard of the units on his flanks. The Germans were felt to be withdrawing and 
the units on the flanks, elements of the French Fourth Army’s XXXVIII Corps, and the 28th 
Division, were expected to also be advancing vigorously.20 

The terrain was the harsh easternmost portion of the Argonne Forest. The first German 
defensive line had been taken in the previous days. Despite that, the defense was still solid. 
The Germans had held positions in the Argonne since 1914 and part of the Battle of Verdun 
had been fought in the forest’s eastern side in 1916. The German defenders in the western 
half of the brigade sector were seasoned veterans of the I Reserve Corps, Third Army. The 
254th Reserve Infantry Regiment, 76th Reserve Division, held the line itself. The boundary 
between the I Reserve Corps and the easterly 2d Württemberger Landwehr Division ran along 
a ravine in the left portion of the 154th Brigade’s sector. This boundary was not just between 
two divisions; it was also the boundary between the German Third and Fifth Armies. The 122d 
Infantry Regiment, 2d Landwehr Division, considered the weakest category of German unit by 
US intelligence, held the line in the west half of the brigade sector.21 

The terrain in the brigade sector was thickly forested with high ground to the north cut by 
the lower reaches of the Charlevaux stream. The thickness of the foliage made the maneuver 
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of units difficult and hindered the adjusting of supporting artillery fire. 

In the left portion of the brigade sector, the prominent feature was the ravine, the German 
army boundary. This ravine, an outshoot from the stream, ran roughly southwest to northeast 
from the brigade front line to the German rear area near the high ground that was the day’s 
American objective. Though the German first defensive line had been taken in earlier attacks, 
the German defense was an in-depth defense, with their second line now reached, consisting 
of well-placed trench lines and machine gun positions, but the ravine was a natural weak 
point in the defensive position. While it was covered by fire and trenches at its southern end, 
the extensive barbed wire obstacles, usually found in front of the German trenches, were 
lacking here. This oversight was a consequence of the ravine being the boundary between two 
large units, where coordination between the forces on each side was harder than normal. A 
determined unit could surprise the defenders on each side in the first line. Once past that line, 
the ravine provided a covered, natural corridor into the rear of the German position. 

The 154th Infantry Brigade led the assault with two regiments attacking side by side in 
sectors roughly 2,000 meters wide, the 308th on the left (west), 307th on the right (east). 
Each regiment led with one battalion, followed closely by a second battalion in support. The 
third battalion of each regiment was in reserve, the 3d Battalion, 308th (3/308), serving as 
the brigade reserve and the 1st Battalion, 307th (1/307), serving as the division reserve. Each 
regimental machine gun company was parceled out to the assault and support battalions by 
platoons. Additionally, each assault and support battalion had machine gun platoons from the 
306th Machine Gun Battalion attached to them. 

The 2 October morning attack failed. Johnson called the division commander and received 
firm instructions to try again. Johnson now clearly felt his job was on the line and directed his 
subordinate regimental commanders to attack after noon without worrying about what the units 
to the left and right were doing. 

The assault battalion of the 308th, 1/308th, commanded by Major Charles Whittlesley 
attacked with three of its companies on line. The fourth company was covering the battalion’s 
left flank where the French were supposed to be advancing. The support battalion, the 2d, under 
Captain George McMurtry, followed closely behind with three companies, one company also 
covering the left flank. Whittlesley was a determined commander and the two battalions found 
the gap in the German wire at the ravine and capitalized on it, quickly advancing almost 1,000 
meters to the high ground just south of the day’s objective. In the advance, the Americans 
captured two German officers, 28 enlisted men, and three machine guns, while receiving about 
90 casualties from machine gun fire. Whittlesley set up a perimeter defense for the night and 
maintained contact along the ravine with the rear area by setting up a series of runner posts. 
The brigade reserve battalion had the responsibility to bring forward supplies along the line of 
these posts.22 

Unfortunately for Whittlesley, the units on both of his flanks were stopped cold by the 
combination of German machine guns, mortars, and wire obstacles. The 307th Infantry, on 
the right, was stopped in front of the German defensive line, except for a little progress on the 
right, which was negated by the lack of progress of the 153d Brigade to the east. On the left, 
the French forces were retreating slightly rather than advancing. 
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Figure 11. Operations of the 154th Infantry Brigade, 2-7 October 1918 

Johnson relocated his command post to the rear of his two regiments and used runners 
to communicate with his subordinate regimental commanders. Near the end of the afternoon 
after receiving news of the 308th’s success from Colonel Cromwell Stacey, commander, 308th 
Infantry, Johnson, realizing both the precarious position of the units with Whittlesley and 
the opportunity the gap in the German lines gave him, directed Lieutenant Colonel Eugene 
Houghton, commander, 307th Infantry, to send a battalion from his regiment to hold open the 
gap. Houghton immediately set his 3d Battalion in motion to comply with the orders. In the 
darkness the lead company, Company K, led by Captain Nelson Holderman, managed to get 
through, but follow-on units were stopped cold by the now alerted Germans. 

The Germans responded to the apparent breakthrough swiftly. The breakthrough in the 
sector of the 254th Regiment, 76th Reserve Division, cut communications with the units of the 
German Fifth Army on the other side of it and threatened the whole German defensive position. 
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The 76th’s front extended across the French sector, with only its left (eastern) flank opposite the 
US 154th Brigade’s sector. The Ia, or the 76th’s Operations Officer, Captain von Sybel, directed 
that the divisional engineer battalion, the 376th, several detached engineer companies, and the 
76th and 77th, be sent to restore the main defensive line even though it was after dark. Major 
Hünicken, commander, 254th Reserve Regiment, would oversee this operation. Coordination at 
the corps level assured that elements on the other side of the army boundary would support the 
counterattack. During the night, the Germans moved in along the ravine between the American 
forward position and their own main line. In the process, they knocked out the string of runner 
posts Whittlesley had established and prevented all but K Company, 3d Battalion, 307th US 
Infantry from getting through the gap. 

Before dawn, patrols from the German 254th Reserve Infantry Regiment infiltrated and 
cut the line of runner posts, killing two runners, capturing another, and driving the rest off. As 
dawn came, a solid German defense formed both on the main line and around the now isolated 
elements of the 308th Infantry. In some cases, the Germans posted alternate machine gun nests 
facing north and south.23 Contact was restored between the 254th Reserve Infantry Regiment 
and the 122d Landwehr Regiment, providing a continuous defensive line once more. Though 
they would not know it until daylight, a force of seven companies was surrounded about 1,000 
meters behind the German main defensive line. This detachment became known popularly 
as the “Lost Battalion,” even though its location was always evident, to both Americans and 
Germans alike, and it was almost the size of two battalions.24 

Despite the successful isolation of the American detachment, the Germans quickly 
discovered how large the American force was and how weak were their own forces in the 
area. The Allied offensive had stretched them thin in the western Argonne and reduced most 
units to a third of their authorized strength. Through a reshuffling of units, the 254th Reserve 
Regiment was given responsibility solely for the front facing the US 154th Brigade and around 
the Lost Battalion and the German 76th Division dispatched its reserve, a battalion of the 254th 
Regiment, to take care of the pocket.25 

Figure 12. Units Isolated as the “Lost Battalion,” 2-7 October 1918
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Notwithstanding personnel shortages, the advantages of the thickly wooded terrain, and 
a prepared defensive line fortified the defense. Between 3 and 7 October, the Germans would 
successfully drive off seven attacks designed to free the Lost Battalion and advance the 77th 
Division’s line forward. 

Whittesley made the first of these attacks himself. Upon discovering his isolation in the 
morning, Whittesley dispatched Holderman and his company to reestablish contact with the 
rest of the brigade. The same German security patrols that had picked off the runner posts 
discovered Holderman’s advance and promptly set up an ambush, which forced Holderman 
back into the perimeter. Soon the Germans had strung wire and posted machine guns and 
snipers solidly around Whittesley’s perimeter.264 

Between 3 and 7 October 1918, the 154th Infantry Brigade made the remaining six 
unsuccessful attempts to relieve Whittlesley and advance the line to the objectives of 2 October. 
These attempts were all beaten back by the Germans. The brigade reserve, 3/308th, a battalion 
weakened in previous days of battle, was committed to cover the brigade’s left flank along 
with elements of the brigade machine gun battalion, while Stacey, 308th, led the first three 
attacks on the 3d and 4th. In the afternoon of the 4th, the 308th commander attacked for the 
last time with three companies of his own regiment and the division reserve battalion, 1/307th. 
This attempt to outflank the German positions on the right was defeated by thick underbrush 
and well-prepared defenders. The brigade and division commanders saw something lacking in 
Stacey, who lost his command that night on directive from Alexander, after he requested relief 
based on exhaustion and frayed nerves.27 

The brigade commander, Johnson, personally led the attack on the afternoon of the 5th. 
The 307th Infantry had spent the previous few days trying to crack the nut that was the German 
defensive positions in front of their line. Despite their reputed poor quality, the 2d Landwehr 
Division’s soldiers held off every 307th effort to push them back. For his attack, Johnson used 
the division reserve battalion, now down to 250 men, and the 2/307th, commanded by First 
Lieutenant Weston Jenkins, an attacking force of four companies. Three companies held the 
brigade’s line. Each company was about 55 men strong, but many of Jenkins’ men were raw 
replacements. Johnson’s effort failed too, despite his vigorous leadership. The attacks failed 
through a combination of rugged terrain, a lack of artillery support due to inability to adjust 
fires, and the close proximity of the enemy lines to the American line.28 

Throughout all these efforts, Whittlesley resolutely held on in his pocket, sending messages 
back by carrier pigeon. Attempts to resupply him by air failed when the drops fell into German 
lines and the plane was shot down. The men had started out with two days rations, which were 
stretched to five days. The Germans vigorously shelled the pocket and attacked the perimeter 
with grenades, finally demanding Whittesley’s surrender on the afternoon of 7 October, a 
demand he refused.29 

And rightfully so as the German demand was mostly a bluff: the Lost Battalion’s ordeal was 
almost over, though the Germans tried one last, vigorous grenade attack before withdrawing 
themselves. Earlier in the day at the main line, a crack had appeared in the German defenses 
on the 154th Brigade’s right flank, where the wire obstacles had not been maintained. Both 
the 154th and the adjacent 153d Brigade advanced into the opening and took up positions 

41 



where their fire outflanked the German main line. The Germans began withdrawing. The Lost 
Battalion was relieved by dusk. The original force of 554 was reduced to 194 soldiers capable 
of walking unaided off the hill they had defended against all comers.30 

Part of the reason for the German withdrawal was the advance of another American brigade 
to the east. To ease the pressure on the Lost Battalion, US forces were shuffled to provide fresh 
troops to attack and outflank the Germans defending in the western Argonne. One of these 
units, the 164th Infantry Brigade, consisting of the 82d Division’s 327th and 328th Infantry 
and 321st Machine Gun Battalion attacked to the northwest commencing on 6 October 1918. 
The early success of this attack into the flank of the 2d Landwehr and 45th Divisions resulted 
in a German withdrawal. 

As part of this attack, Corporal Alvin York, Company G, 328th Infantry, executed one of 
the most famous acts of individual heroism in US military history when he single-handedly 
captured almost an entire battalion of Germans on 8 October, earning the Medal of Honor.31 

For their part, members of the Lost Battalion also received several Medals of Honor: 
Whittesley, commander, 1/308; McMurtry, commander, 2/308; and Holderman, commander, 
K/307th. Additionally, the second highest Army award, the Distinguished Service Cross (DSC) 
was awarded to 28 members of the Battalion. In the direct attempts to relieve the battalion, 
three additional Medals of Honor and five DSCs were awarded.32 

As for the 154th Infantry Brigade, it continued with the offensive and ended the war on 11 
November 1918 far beyond the Argonne on the heights overlooking the Meuse River south of 
Sedan, France. Johnson commanded the brigade until 30 October 1918, when his health failed, 
necessitating an operation. He had been the brigade’s original commander and died shortly 
after the war.33 

As can be seen from this case study, the brigade in World War I was a fairly inflexible 
fixed organization designed to provide continuous combat power to the front in the form of 
ample reserves ready to continue forward momentum after casualties or terrain had slowed 
up the initial attackers. A brigade with six infantry battalions would often advance with only 
two forward battalions, the rest in reserve to either continue the advance or be shifted to a 
discovered weakness in the enemy defenses. Though the Army maintained a continuous front 
as in previous wars, in this new war, a brigade did not necessarily attack with soldiers shoulder 
to shoulder. Consequently, for the first time, a brigade commander had to rely on various 
command and control means rather than personal contact to control subordinate units. No 
longer was a whole brigade visible to its commander. Unfortunately, means of communication 
had not kept up with tactical innovation. The inadequacy of the use of couriers, carrier pigeons, 
and landline telephones on the tactical battlefield resulted in the uncoordination of brigade 
offensive operations and the subsequent surrounding of a major portion of the command. Such 
coordination problems were apparent in earlier wars at higher levels, but now also appeared at 
the brigade level. 
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